The world's population is ageing across all regions of the world. Extraordinary developments in technology, medicine and public hygiene over the last 100 years have resulted in increasing numbers of people living longer than ever before, with better health and the prospect of a more active life long into old age. This trend coupled with a decline in fertility is resulting in a fast growing population of people 60 years and over in many countries around the world. At present, people over 60 years old outnumber children under five years of age. By 2050, this number of people over 60 years old will have grown to also outnumber those under 15 years of age. Further, the proportion of those aged 80 years and over is increasing at a faster rate than the 60+ population as a whole. Projections suggest that the number of centenarians in the world will rise from 449,000 in 2015 to 3.4 million in 2050.
The world's population is ageing across all regions of the world. Extraordinary developments in technology, medicine and public hygiene over the last 100 years have resulted in increasing numbers of people living longer than ever before, with better health and the prospect of a more active life long into old age. This trend coupled with a decline in fertility is resulting in a fast growing population of people 60 years and over in many countries around the world. At present, people over 60 years old outnumber children under five years of age. By 2050, this number of people over 60 years old will have grown to also outnumber those under 15 years of age. Further, the proportion of those aged 80 years and over is increasing at a faster rate than the 60+ population as a whole. Projections suggest that the number of centenarians in the world will rise from 449,000 in 2015 to 3.4 million in 2050. Alarmingly, these demographic changes are most rapid in the developing world which, by 2050, will be home to eight out of 10 of the world's over 60s. Between 2011 and 2032 Brazil will double its older population at approximately 5 and a half times the rate of France (between 1865 and 1980). The speed of population ageing, especially in low-and middle-income countries, has led many commentators to say that the developing world is "growing old before it grows rich". There is a gap between longer life and the lag in the evolution of policies that protect and empower older people. As a result, population ageing will be a challenge for governments around the world yet to put in place responsive policy frameworks. In particular, many of the sub-Saharan, Middle Eastern and Asian countries fall short in identifying the challenges for health and inclusion of older people and also in their awareness of the potential of older people in being net contributors in the development process (Lloyd-Sherlock 2010; Aboderin & Ferreira 2009).
Ageing and development intersects with other social development concerns, too (Age International 2015). With urban populations steadily increasing around the globe, and concentrated in the developing world, ageing and health in urban settings are increasingly becoming major priority issues.
Further, policies to support a dignified and secure old age should be of serious concern to today's younger people. In part, this is because many countries are currently facing a 'youth bulge' -a result of successes in reducing infant mortality. This 'youth bulge' of today will be the 'age bulge' of tomorrow. Early interventions in education, health and training will result in more resilient, secure and healthier adults (Zaidi 2014).
A higher share of older population suggests greater voting power. Many countries now have political parties formed by representative groups of older people (for example in Central Europe and Italy). However, there is no evidence to suggest that this has shifted resources away from younger groups in the population. A well-planned strategy of intergenerational solidarity between the young and old, facilitated by a supportive environment towards active ageing will ensure sustained knowledgesharing and learning throughout the process of development.
Old age is often considered from a purely economic perspective, with assumptions of what the ageing population will cost and an understanding of the capacities and vulnerabilities of older people tied to pre-industrial principles about ageing and its challenges. Older people remain vulnerable in many ways, but they also have the potential to be active and productive long after the traditional age of retirement. Population ageing can support development, and acknowledging and responding to the opportunities this presents should be higher on the agenda.
Appropriate social policy priorities and responses, including social protection and universal social services, are needed to support the growing number of older citizens and mitigate the negative implications of population ageing. For example, as early as the 1960s, Japan -a country with a third of the population over 60 -invested in a comprehensive welfare policy, introduced universal healthcare and social pension, and a plan for income redistribution, low unemployment rates and progressive taxation. This investment has paid off: Japan is currently one of the healthiest and wealthiest countries in the world.
